"The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity…. Confronted with its manual reproduction, which was usually branded a forgery, the original preserved all its aut hor ity; not so vis a vis technical reproduction. The reason is twofold. First, process reproduction is m ore i ndep end en t of t he or igi nal than manual reproduction…. Secondly, technical reproduction c an pu t th e copy o f t he origi na l i nt o si tu atio n s wh ic h wo uld be out o f r e ac h for t he or igin al i tsel f. Above all, it enables the original to me et t he be hold er hal fway, be it in the form of a photograph or a photograph record." (50) "…for the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction e ma nci pa te s th e wo rk o f ar t fro m it s pa ra si ti cal d epe nd en ce on ri tu al. To an ever greater degree the work of reproduced becomes the work of art designed for reproducibility. From a photographic negative, for example, one can make any number of prints; to ask for the 'authentic' print makes no sense. But the instant the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art is reversed. In st e ad of be ing based on ritual, it begins to be based on another practice -politics." (53) Decay of aura  democratization of art "…what is really jeopardized…is the a ut hori ty of the object. / One might subsume the eliminated element in the term 'a ur a' and go on to say: that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art…. One might generalize by saying: the technique of reproduction d et ac he s th e rep rod uc ed obj ec t fr o m th e d o mai n of tr adi tio n. By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in per m itt ing the r eprod uc tio n to me et th e be hold er or li sten er in h i s o w n p art ic ula r si tu ati on, it reactivates the object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous sha tt eri ng of trad iti on which is the observe of the contemporary crisis and the renewal of mankind." (51) Film & New Modes of Cultural Production Film has transformed stage performance and audience reception of that performance. "The fil m responds to the shriveling of aura with an artificial build-up of the 'personality' outside the studio. The cult of the movie star, fostered by the money of the film industry, preserves not the unique aura of the person but the 'sp ell o f th e p e rso na lity,' the phony spell of a commodity." (57) "The c a m era i ntro du ce s u s to u nco n sc iou s opti cs as does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses" (61): "With the close-up, space expands; with slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement of a snapshot does not simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though unclear: it reveals entirely new structural formations of the subject. So, too, slow motion not only presents familiar qualities of movement but reveals in them entirely unknown ones 'which, far from looking like retarded rapid movements, give the effect of singularly gliding, floating, supernatural motions.'" (60-1) "M agi ci an an d su rg eon compare to p ai nt er an d c a me ra m an. The painter maintains in his work a natural distance from reality, the cameraman penetrates deeply into its web. There is a tremendous difference between the pictures they obtain. That of the painter is a total one, that of the cameraman consists of mul tipl e fr ag m en ts which are assembled under a new law. Thus, for contemporary man the representation of reality by the film is incomparably more significant than that of the painter, since it offers, precisely because of the thoroughgoing permeation of reality with mechanical equipment, an a sp ec t of r eal ity w hi ch i s fr ee o f all equi pm en t." (59) "…in the studio the mechanical equipment has penetrated so deeply into reality that its pure aspect freed from the foreign substance of equipment is the result of a special procedure, namely, the shooting by the specially adjusted camera and the mounting of the shot together with other similar ones. The e quip m en t-fr ee aspe ct o f r e ali ty here has become the h eig ht of arti fi c e…" (58) Mass Reception "Painting simply is in no position to present an object for simultaneous collective experience, as it was possible for architecture at all times, for the epic poem in the past, and for the movie today…. / Although paintings began to be publicly exhibited in galleries and salons, there was no way for the masses to organize and control themselves in their reception." (59-60) Distracted Reception "During long periods of history, the mode of human sense perception changes with humanity's entire mode of existence. The manner in which human sense perception is organized, the medium in which it is accomplished, is determined not only by nature but by historical circumstances as well." (51)
• Remind you of anyone? McLuhan, maybe?
Ben ja mi n tur n s to ar ch it ect ur e to ill u str at e an "ac tiv e" sor t of di st ra ct ed re ce ptio n. Architecture functions as a paradigm, not as something whose reception has been affected by new media technologies, but as "the prototype of a work of art the reception of which is consummated by a c oll ec tivi ty in a sta te o f di stra cti on" (62).
The architectural model allows Benjamin to di se ng age p er cep tio n fro m t he e xclu sively visual. Architecture, he says, can be "appropriated in a twofold manner: by u se a nd by per cep tio n -or ra th er, by to uc h and by sig ht …. Tactile appropriation is accomplished not so much by attention as by ha bit. As regards architecture, habit determines to a large extent even optical reception. The latter, too, occurs much less through rapt attention than by n oti ci ng th e obje ct in i nc ide nt al fa shi on" (63). This "tactile" form of reception involves a kind of "unconscious intimacy" (Stan Allen, "Dazed and Confused," Assemblage 27, p. 48). Habitual use trains people to become intelligent users of a space, viewers of a film, readers of a text, etc.
"This mode of appropriation, developed with reference to architecture, in certain circumstances acquires canonical value. For t he t a sks whi ch fa ce th e hu m an appa ra tu s of p erc ept ion at th e tur ni ng p oin t s o f hi story c an not b e solved by opt ic al me an s, that is, by contemplation, alone. They are ma ster ed gr adu a lly by h abi t, under the guidance of tactile appropriation" (63).
" [T] he ability to master certain tasks in a state of distraction proves that their solution has become a matter of habit. Distraction as provided by art presents a covert control of the extent to which new tasks have become soluble by apperception. Since, moreover, individuals are tempted to avoid such tasks, art will tackle the most difficult and most important ones where it is able to mobilize the masses. Today it does so in the film. R ec ept ion i n a sta te o f di str ac tio n, which is increasing noticeably in all fields of art and is symptomatic of profound changes in apperception, fi nd s i n the fil m it s tr ue me an s o f e xe rci se. The film with its shock effects meets this mode of reception half-way. The film makes the cult value recede into the background not only by put ti ng the pu bli c in th e p o sit ion o f th e cri ti c, but also by the fact that at the movies t hi s p o siti on requires no attention. The public is an examiner, but an absent-minded one" (63).
"Thus, the distinction between author and public is about to lose its basic character. The difference becomes merely functional; it may vary from case to case. At any moment the reader is ready to turn into a writer."
"The painting invites the spectator to contemplation; before it the spectator can abandon himself to his associations. Before the movie frame he cannot do so. No sooner has his eye grasped a scene than it is already changed. It cannot be arrested." This is the "sh oc k e ffe ct of the fil m," which, Benjamin advises, should be "cushioned by heightened presence of mind" (62) "Mechanical reproduction of art c ha nge s t he r ea cti on of t he ma sse s t o ward art. The reactionary attitude toward a Picasso painting changes into the pro gre ssiv e re ac tio n to wa rd a Ch apl in movi e. The progressive reaction is characterized by th e d ire ct , in ti ma te fu sio n of visual and e mo tio na l enj oy me nt w it h t he or i ent at ion o f th e e xpe rt. Such fusion is of great social significance. The greater the decrease in the social significance of an art form, the sharper the distinction between criticism and enjoyment by the public. The conventional is uncritically enjoyed, and the truly new is criticized with aversion." (59) It is commonly believed that "the masses seek distraction whereas art demands concentration from the spectator." But does this "distracted" state provide a platform for analysis of the film? "A m an w ho co nc en tr at es b efore a wor k o f art i s ab sorb ed by it. He enters into this work of art the way legend tells me of the Chinese painter when he viewed his finished painting. In contrast, t he di str a ct ed m a ss ab sorb s th e w ork o f art." (62)
Mechanical reproduction has stripped art of its "authenticity" (which Benjamin links to authority and history), its singularity, its "aura" (a product of "distance") -and, in the process, demystifies the process of art-making and increases art's accessibility. Ultimately, mechanical reproduction makes possible the democratization and politicization of art.
